Education and risk of breast cancer in the Norwegian-Swedish women's lifestyle and health cohort study.
A positive relationship between level of education and female breast cancer risk is well supported by scientific evidence, but few previous studies could adjust for all relevant potential confounding factors. The authors' purpose was to examine how risk for breast cancer varies with level of education and to identify factors that explain this variation, using data from a prospective cohort study including 102860 women from Norway and Sweden who responded to an extensive questionnaire in 1991/1992; 1090 incident primary invasive breast cancer cases were revealed during follow-up, which ended in December 1999. The Cox Proportional Hazards Model was used to calculate relative risks (RR) with 95% confidence intervals (CI). Women with more than 16 years of education had a 36% increased risk compared to the lowest educated (7-9 years) (Age adjusted RR=1.36, 95% CI: 1.10, 1.68). This relationship was slightly stronger among postmenopausal (RR 1.51) than among premenopausal (RR 1.25) women. In both groups, however, the relative risk estimates turned close to unity by adjustment for parity, age at first birth, body mass index (BMI), height, age at menarche, menopausal status, use of oral contraceptives and consumption of alcohol. The overall multivariate relative risk among the highest educated women was 1.04 (95% CI 0.82-1.32). The results of our study suggest a clear positive gradient in risk for breast cancer by level of education, which can be fully explained by established breast cancer risk factors.